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Digest 21: coptents 9t. thesis 

The author has undertaken the task 1n this thesis 

to enmine some ot the basic concepts of death, the methods or 

lumdling the corppe and its disposal, and to tind some or the 

printiples used in the Talmudic peri od tor working through 

the grief s1 tuation. The basic approach bas been to correlate 

knoV'ledge or Talmudic sources W1. th that of other cultures and 

or modern ps7chological methods and understandings. Theref'ore 

our major tield ot anal7sis was the Talmud, in particular the 

Tracbtes ~ Katan and Semoc;oth,a:s well as such works as 

Marlc, Science~ Religion, and Peace Sll. ~ The work daes· 

not pretend to have exhausted the aa1.lab1e ma.terial.s, but to have" 
ha.ve ed. 

traceifsome ofthe patterns and to baS]Y the Talmudic logic 1n-

vol ved in dea.tb and mourning. 

Our study bas revealed a depth of wisdom displayed b7 

the rabbis, because they created a s7stem of duties and pro

hibitions which served as ef't'ective vehicles by which the mourn

er could break away f'rom his dependency on the deceased, and to 

reintegrate himself into the community. The study has also 

revealed that, while the origins of many of the laws are buried 
these 

in primitive cultures,many ot the attitudes or i more primitive 

times remained 1n the Talmudic period. SUcb an attitude was a 

belief ill spirits of the dead, and their relationship tel the 

lives of the living. 
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llft'BODUC'lIOI 

Dl the face or the greatest mystery of all., death, 

JDOrtal man stands helpless. "That undiscovered country t'rOll 

llhose bourn no traveler returns" indeed "pu.zUes the vill•. 

Pinite man searches tor answers about the 1.nt'inite which do not 

erlst for him. The death of a loved one conhonts b1m with two 

basic problems1 

1. Ule pain and mystery of the loss of one who bad been 

close to h1m, and whose 11t'e had made his own existence meaning

ful .. 

2. the baf'ning puzzle of his own existence, which p:rn

blem becomes more acute at the time of the death of another. 

From the very dawn of his appearance on the face of the

earth, man bas searched for answers to these problems and bas 

attempted to explain sa1:1stactorily the cause and meaning of 

death. Be has al.so struggled for means and techniques to assuage 

the blunt and terrifying pain which is felt at times of sorrow. 

A» be has evolved from a primitive superstitious ignorant creat

ure to a sophisticated rational. intelligent being,. man's attitudes. 

toward death and his methods of handling the death situation havg 

also evolved. 

It will be the effort of this author to examine some ot 

the basic concepts of death and to investigate those areas closel.y 

associated with death,namely burial, griei- and mourni ng. OUrmajor 

area or investifation will be the cultural and r eligi ous world 

of the Babylonian Talmud. The major task will be to delineate the 

themes and motifs used by the J~sh people of the Talmudic~per

iod in handling the death and grief situations and to point out 

basic mechanisms. However the study will not limit itself to the 

lft:>rld ot TalmUd al.one. It will consi~er more primitive attitudes 
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and approaches- to death and mourning. Recent studies in 

psychology and sociology will be used to deepen and analyza 

the insights of both the primitive and Talmudic worlds. 

Thus cultural and psychological as well as theological and 

Talmudic principles vill be considered in this studf or tech

niques and relationships fn the area or death. 

The noted anthropologist, Clyde lluckhcbn, has said• 

But the sentiments or men are determined not only by 
the great dilemmas vhich tace a11 lnnnan1ty but also by the 
peculiar historical. experiences· and the peculiar probltllll• 
posed by the varying physica1 environments- or each people. 
• • • • .ls a result or the accidents or history,every 
people not only has a sentimental structure which is to 
some degree unique but also a more or less coh~rent body or 
characteristic presuppositions about the world.Cl) 

It is Within this frame of reference that the authar· 

operates in the attempt to trace growth and development of' pr1il

c1ples or death and mourning. 

For this philosophy or an integrated scient1r1c approach 

to the Talmud and the question of death and mourning, the author 

Y.lshes to thank the co-referees, Dr. ilexander Guttmann, Professor 

of' Talmud and Rabbinics, and Dr. Robert Xatz-, Coordinator, c,Depart

ment of Human Relati ons. Their patient help and inspiring teacll

ing baVf\been instrumental 1n the tormul.ation and the investiga:. 

tion or this subject9 and in the personal maturity and 1ntell

ectua1 growth of the writer. Thanks must also be given to Chap

lain James Burns of the Massachusetts General Hospital and Miss 

Ina May Greer of the Department of Psychiatry, Massachusetts 

General Hospital, whose sincere devotion and dedication to the 

sick and the suf'hring has given this writer deep understanding 

and insights int~tbe field of' grief an4 mourning. 

Out or the author's oWD suf'f ering and loss- of his be

loved father at an early age there has arisen a- quest and a 
search for meaningf'ul. answers for himself' and his own grief' 
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situation. U this study has aided even in a sma11 VaJ' to 

increase knowledge in tbi s field which v.111 be of aid to others, 

he vill be rewarded in bis task. 

1. Clyde· IQ.uckhdm, 1•ac1Gits ill ~c1a1 P11ciolog1 
9'fC ~ Har ey and ot ers-

Nev York, Holt, 19'+7 
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CONCEPTS QZ. DRmJ 



Modern man accepts death as an absolute fact and 1Dl

deniable reality. The common cliche,so orten heard, that there· 

are only two certainties 1n lire, death and taxes, points out 

unmistakedly modern man• s acceptance or death as an inherent

part or his world. The ancient and primitive mind, however, 

did not have this conception or absolute death as the ultimate 

end or man. Bis attitude toward death differed in tvo major 

respects. 

In the first place, the prillttive conceived of a time 

Vb.en death did not exist. A description found in the Egyptian 

PJ'ramid Texts states thata 

When heaven had not yet come into eristence
Wben men had not yet come into existence 
When gods bad not yet been born, 
When death had not yet come into existence.Cl) 

This description finds a parallel 1h the Gilgamesh 

Epic of Babylonian U terature-~ 

Gilgamesh, whither are ,-ou wandering? 
Life, which you look fort YoU will never 
Por when the gods created man, the,- let 
Death be his share, and lif_, 
withheld 1n their own bands9(2) 

find. 

Thus there was or1gina1Jy no death. Only a later· inter

vention caused the C'Ulmination of a more basic phenomenon, lite 

eternal. 1h1.s theme is clearly evident 1n the third chapter ot 

the Book of Genesis. Adam and Eve live 1n a state of beavenl)' 

bliss and earthly immorta:lity~ Sin robs them of' this perfect 

condition and brings them death. The instruments- : ot death in 

t he Biblical narrative vere the snake and the woman. In the le

gends of many peoples- outside of the Biblical. lands, death or: 



iginated as- disobedience to the gods. (3') The em.1 ty or 

slackness ot one of the lower animals 1s also regarded as 

the cause of death. 

The intervention ot the snake ia also connected 111 th 

the- Gilgamesh Bpic. The hero Gilgamesh iS' haunted V1 th tbtF 

idea ot dath. He seeks a means ot escaping .trom death. Dt.-

couragement does not stop him or halt him in his se~cb for 

an elixir of lite. He eYentua1l.y seeks out the god, Utlla}>isb

tim, but the god cannot help him. When be is about to leave 

utnapisbtim, he is told about a plant that ~vs at the bottom 

ot the sea and vbich re3UTenates him Vbo eats of 1 t. G1lgaaelb 

finds the plant, but 1' is snatched avq .trom him later by the 

snake. Thus snakes· do not die according to the story, but thq 

11.ough oft their old bodies in old age and are reborn.(4) 

The author of the book of Romans traces the origin of 

death a1so to sina 

Therefore a·s sin came into the world through one man 
and death through one sin, and so death spread to all men 
because all men sinned. Sin indeed was· in the world before 
the law was given, but sin is not counted Where there is no 
lav. Yet death reigned .trom Adam to Moses, even over those 
vbose sins were not like the transgressions of &d8Jll, vho was 
a type ot the ane vbo was- to come. CS') 

Dl an earlier period, Ben Sirac,. connects death more 

specifically Vi.th the sin ot the voma:na 

Jlrom voman did sin originate 
And because or her ve all must die.(6) 

The rabbis connect the origin of death also vith sin. 

R • .&mm1 said1 There is no death without sin. .&n ebjec

tion was raised by citing a conversation between the ministering 

angels and Ood. God imposed the death penalty upon Adam tor be 

violated a simple command. R. Simeon b. Eleazer said v1 th re

ference to Moses and Aaron that they ~ted through their own sills, 
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tor it is said• 

Because ye believed not in me. (1) (8) 

Death vas also caused by such agents as vitchcratt, 

tht spirits or the dead, and by messengers ot the gods.( 9). 

The pr1m.1tive mind, even when it discarded a common origin ar 
death, sav in each death an unnatural occurence and therefore 

' lt~~imct to tind a basis tor this unnatural a-ct. In rabbinic· 

literature, many references to the Angel or Death,J\lN~7t::.<ii1", 

are found. In Moed Koton 28a, tor example, the Angel or 

Death is cited in connection with the death of several rabbis• 

To note one such case, the Angel of Death is not able to seize 

R. Hisda until the rabbi interrupted his studies, and his stud

ies are interrupted .2Di2: by an act or the Angel or Death. Thus 

the Angel of Death cannot take possession of a man or com~ 

plete goodness(in this case characterized by perfect never~nd-

1ng study)unt11 the man is removed from bis perfect state by an 

interruption. Sanocoth 3110 says that an elder ( I T ~) vho eats

tbe heleb or who profanes the Sabbath vill die by divine-visit-• 
at1on. Here death is caused by one's own sin, and through an 

act or God. 

Thus the primitive and ancient looked upon death a-s an 

unnatural phenomenon. In another ~ be viewed death differently 

trom the modern. He did not conceive of death as the t'1nal ult

imate extincti on or the human personality. The dead were not 

dead. They lived 1n a very real sense for periods ranging t"rcm 

the physical death until the closing or the grave or even until 

years later. In some cultures there were annual visits by the 

dead at the time of holidays and festive occassions. 

Theodore Gaster gives many examples of the return of the 
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dead mt spirits. In Babylon it was thought that the dead camtr 

up trom the netherworld in connection with the annual va!l.iJlg 

tor the god Tammuz, the ousted god ot tert111ty, while 1n WCY
pt it vas the custom at SU1 t to kindle lamps on the ttrst and 

last days ot the year in order to lead the dead back to their 

homes, a practise which survives 1D the Christ.as Hallonan on 

October 21, the eve or what ms or1g1nall7 the New Year and 

what is now nl.ebrated as il1 Saint"s Da7~ 

8'm1larl7 the Bomans pr efaced their cycle ot spring test-

1va1s v.t.th the Parentalia, or Feast ot the Ancestral Dead, wb11e 
~ 

at the present time the ZUni or Nev Mexico v.t.11 not begin their 

SU1111Der dances until they have visited the sacred lake or the dead, 

just as the Jevs make a point ot visiting the cemeteries during· 

the month ot Klul. The Siamese bold that the dead return at their

Nev Year !east 1n April, while the ancient Celtic it.inter festival 

of Bamhajn included a f east ot the dead, and amoIJthe Huzul ot 

the Ukraine, honey 1§ provided tor deceased ancestors at F.aster 

and Cbristmas,ad God is beaougbt to • let all the dead~ and lost· 

return and drink with us." (10) 

Many' cultures baVe a philosophy or metampsychosis or 

transmigration ot the souJ. which in essence is an attack against 

the concept ot death as the final. end. A clanic study, "Baloma,. 

'lhe Spirits ot the Dead in the Trobriand Islands•, by Malinowski, 

shows this quite clearly. The natives of these· South Pacific Is

lands had three beliefs about death. One belief' was that the 

soul separated f'rom the body' af'ter death. The loss ot the phy

sical person was of great concern to~e total community, and its 

members perform certain ritual observances, which center around 

the dead man's bod7. !Ii~ second ana-tbifd · belleta .. oenter about 

the soul. Uter death there is not .>nlY separation of the soul 
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but aiso a splitting or the soul into tvo parts. One ot these 

spirits, the "baloma", the Islanders believed 110uld reappear 

eventuall.y in another body.. The othtrr spirit, the "kos•, or 

ghost or the dead man, W1ll lead a short and precarious exist

ence atter death near the village, and about the usual haunts 

or the dead man, such as his garden, or the sea beach, or the 

waterbole.(11) 

The psychiatrist Paul Schilder baa cited in bis book, 

Goals e Desires 2(. Has, (12), a: study vbich lends support to 

a generalized theory ot pr1JD1tive attitudes toward the dead. 

'l'his theory, that the pr1JD1t1ve generally conceived or t1IO com

ponents ot the soul, is ba;cked by the study or Levy-Bl'iia · 

quoted in Scbllder's work. The primitive, said Levy-Briihl. · 

saw no barrier separating the living trom the dead during the 

first week or two t'olloVing death. He lived Vi.th the corpse 

and treated the corpse as if it had all the at t ributes and po

wers of a living ind1v1duai. The primitive brings it t'ood, 

listens tor its counsel and regards the spirit as a vital being 

until signs or decomposition appears in the body. The first 

part or the .tuneral ritual lasts up to this point. In the se

cond part or the ceremony the spirit has been prepared and or

dained tor its ghost life and the body can be immediately for

gotten as an individual.. In Dl.8D7 tribes the medicine man looks 

caretul..Iy tor the first signs or decay. Among certain Americair 

aborigines a body that does not decay is looked upon vi th dread· 

and is regarded as- an 111-omen. The key point in this study, 

however, is the fact that among the Egyptians as among other-

groups, the dead are conceived 0£ as living :- llt"' the tomti-C>l" tit 

least in the neighborhood of the t611b and must therefore be equipped 

tor the hereafter • .A.long with this idea or the spirit or the dead 



remaining close to ~be physical remains, there existed the 

opposite view among the EgJPtians and others that the de

parted had tlovn to sane tar-ott blessed realm. (ll) 

These two themes can be found in Biblical and post

Biblica1 literature. In the Bible a- clear example on one u

pect is the rising of the spirit of Samuel f'rom the dead.(14). 

The denunciations ot the prophets against Witchcraft and sor

cery, the bitter criticism ot those' "that divined b7 a ghost 

or a familiar spirit"(l5), vho"seek unto the ghosts mid the 

familiar spirits"(l6) indicate that many did aecept the exist

ence ot lhosts and the spirits of the dead. The other part ot 

this picture, the return of' the spirit unto God, will be dis

cussed later. 

The TalmUd has many such references. Here the two 

themes are clearly delineated. 

B. Abbahu saids The dead man knows a:ll that is said 
in his presence, until the top-stone closes the grave. 

R. Biyya and R. Simeon b. Rabbu di:t'fer therein. One 
maintains, until the top-stone closes(the grave), while the 
other one says, until the flesh rots away. Be, who says, 
until the flesh rots away7_ does so because it is writtena 
But his nesh upon him ha'th pain and his soul w1 thin him 
mourneth." Be who says, until the top-stone closes(the 
grave)-does so because it is written,"and the dust returnetb 
to earth as it were, and the spirit returned· to God.• (17) 

A certain Sadduccee~said to R. Abbahu. You maintain that 
the souls of the righteous are hidden under the Throne ot 
Glory1 Then how did the necromancer who used bones bring up 
Samuel by means ot necromancy(l Samuel 2817). There it va!f 
within twelve months of' death, be replied. For it was taugbta 
For twelve t'ul.l months, the body is in ertstenc«tand the soul 
ascends and descends. After-twelve months the soul ceases 
to exist and the soul ascends and descends nevermore.(18) 

These two passages off er evidence that the soul. or 

spirit of the person was not considered absolutely dead after 

physical cessation in the sense the modern mind understands, 

but be lived on in a· spiritual, but nevertheless, real form. 

These examples illustrate the return of the soul unto God.7 
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and the existence ot the soul on earth tor a period ot t1.JI• 

after death~ Several pa~sages in Beracoth 18b give· eLtilmples 

ot conversation between the living and th6 dead and between 

two spirits. One such story .relates- the adventures of a pious 

man, 'Whose wite scolded him on New Year's Eve and he went to 

spend the night in the cemetery. There he o"erheard a con

versation between two spirits. From this conversation the mall 

was able to plant his crops at the right time, tor the spirfts 

bad accurately predicted the weather tor the coming year. H~ wen~ 

a second year, and again received the correct weather inform

ation~ The third year he returned, but the spiriti refused to 

discuss the weather tor they had heard(probabl.1' trom someone 'Who 

bad died in the interim) that their conversations were being 

overheard.(19). There are other passages, such as the con

versat'ion between Samuel and his dead father, and then with the 

spirit of Levi, or between Ze~· 1ri and his dead landlady to whom 

be had entrusted money tor safekeeping. R. Hiyya and R. JcmAthan 

discuss the questi.on of dragging the tringes ot the tallith. 

R. Hiyya said that R. JonGtban should lift up the fringes in order.

that the dead should not say that tomorrow they are coming to us, 

but today they are reproaching us.(19) That the dead were con

ceived of as having sense perception is illustrated by the 

statement of R. Isaacs Worms are as paintul. to the dead as a 

needle in the nesh ot the living, as it is saidr Bµt his nesh 

upon him ha th pain •. ( 20) 

Let us brieny look at the Biblical and rabbinic attitudes 

toward resurrection and immortality to find support for ~this 

theory of death which denies death. Brieny it may be said that 

the Biblical ~icture or life after death was that of a very 
bl.eek dreary type of existence, a land of Sheol, the netherworlds. 

' 
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The books ot Koheleth and Job 1n particular give expression 

to this pbilosophy. For example, Koheletb tells usa 

For to him that is joined to all the living there 1s
hope tor ~ living dog better than a dead lion. Por tbe-
11V1ng know that they shall die; but the dead know not aD7 
thing, neither have they any reward; tor the memory of them 
is forgotten. .ls well their love, as their hatred and their 
envy, is long ago perished; neither have they any more a 
portion tor ever in any thing that is done under the sUlli 
• • • • Whatsoever thy band attainetb to do by thy st
rength that do· for there is no work nor de~e, nor know
ledge, nor wisc\om, in the grave, whither thou goest. (21) 

Or, in the words ot Job a 

But man dieth and lleth low, 
Yea, man perishetb and where is he? 

As the waters tail trom the sea, 
And the water is drained low; 

So man lieth low and riseth not. 
Till the heavens be no more, they shall not awake. 
Nor· be roused out of their sleep. (22) 

From this negative View ot existence af"ter death there 

gradually developed the idea that the righteous will achi:eve 

conquest over death. 

;,, In the Wtq or righteousness is 11te1 
andtthe pathway thereof is no death. <•j) 

Gradually a l>eliet in resurrection made its appearance. 

The prophet Hosea stated that Gott woulc4-eV1ve man and on the 

third day after death He would rise us up that we might live 111 

His presence.(24). Elijah brOugbt~ack the child from death.(25) 

Ezekial pictured a val ley of dry bones· that would come to llte.(26) 

In the Maccabean period Daniel enV1saged a resurrection of the 

righteous. 

And mallY' of them that sleep in the dust of the earth 
shall awake, some t o everlasting life, and some to reproaches 
and everlasting abhorrence. And they that are wise shall 
shine as the brightness of the firmament; and they that turn 
ma.ny to righteousness as the stars forever and ever.(2?) 

The teaching that there is a life after death, and 

that the dead will be resurrected from their graves is quite 
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evident in rabbinic teachings. The rabbis made resurrection, 

f' '3\N :;> 3)•n.J), one of the fundamental doctrines or Judaism. 

The rabbis used such legends as the restoration of King David 

to life tor a short period of time at the dedication or the

Temple 1n Jerusa1em(28} or the return to life of a slave of 

the l!mperor J.nton1nus(29). At the time of the final resurrection 

the Messiah would first appear, and those who were buried in 

Palestine would be the first to be rev1ved~(30). 

R. Eleazer believed that the dead outside of Palestine 

would not be resurr ected at a11, but R. Abba b. Memel raised an 

objection to this pcsition. R. Elai replied to B. Eleazer 

that the dead 'WOul.d roll to llhe land of Israel and then be 

revived.(31}. 

In regards to icj~ .rS, \ "d.,'? , the Sadducee-s -; and the 

Pharisees disagreed violently. Josephus stated the Sadducee 

positi on accurately when he saids 

But the doctrine of the Sadduceespis thist That souls 
die With the bodies.(32) 

The Pharisaic position was to support the doctrines of re-
\ \ ,, 

surrection and Olom Habo. From the Pharisees the rabbinic 

attitude to resurrection grew. Jesus shared with the Pharisees 

the doctrine of resurrection. The main objection to Jesus by the 

Sanhedrin, 'dlich consisted mainly of Sadducess, was the question 

of resurrection. 

Other indications of a faith in eternal life are· 

the many stories or death a"t1illlich time a ~ l f J)f announced 

that this person who was to die was destined for eternal 11fe1. 

such a tale is told o£ the martrydom of R. Hanina b. Teradyon, 

to whom a b\'j' >. 7 prmm1se4 life in the world to come. The 
.... 



same promis was made to the erecutioner who sped the passing 

or the rabbi.(31) 

In summary, it can be said th.-t the attitudes toward 

death were diff erent in the Talmudic world from our own. 

A closer kinship with the dead existei. Their beliet 1n lite 

after death was based upon a belief in communication between .---
mankind and the ppirits ot dead, and a type ot ll.te which was: 

lJJ&!, the lite of the living. Buch metaphysical problems «S the 

conservation of value, the nature of God,. the leap of faith, 

which trouble this world, did not play an)" influence in their 

world. The Talmud served as a storehouse of the myth produced 

elements of the total Jewish heritage, \lP:!.tb that time. Other 

societies,mced with the same problems, produced similar 

theories ot death and created similar patt erns of expression 

to handle the total death situati on. IO succeeding chapters 

other similarities will. be noted in the treatment of the 

corpse, burial, and mourning. 

I 
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DJ Ji'j ~:>S 1/)::J K.!v ')v oo/c'> 
( •3 ';)(1"' f'tf /'Jfln /'ti J'r11r /'t 

.:1\ •p? { / 7 t IN t I I 0 1..) .Jr( I I k I , . s 6 

f2) :!) I r1 'e v IFC: 3 '1 

The moribund is like the living person in dI 
respects. • • • They do not rent (their gamaents 
tor 111.m) and they do not remove their shoes, and they 
4o not lament tor b1Jll and they do not bring a coffin 
into the house tor him until the hour that be dies. 

The tirst verses or the minor Tal:audic tractate cm 

death, euphem1st1cal~ called A t)('J <:»,, on· "testi v1 ties., 

begin with a practical statement or the basic religious 

principle:. o~ Judaism, the sacredness or hlJlllaD lite. The 

dT.1ng persc:m is to be treated as living, and he should be

respected. This attitude or honor tor the moribund 1• no1t 

coJr111on in all eultures. Some groups abandon the dying to 

their rate by taking him out ot bis bed and lying him on the 

earth .. (3) There were houses· tor speeding death. Two reasons 

acmanced to explain these tnbuman practises were the unive.:... 

sal abhorrence or death and the horror of a corpse·, and al.SCT 

the economic unf'easib111ty or keeping alive a useless perstll.(4) 

The Jews took the opposite view, that it was a re:. 

11gi ous duty to visit the sick and dying, and to encourage thElll 

in their struggle tor lite~ The rabbis had special prayers by 

which one should address the sick. 

R. Ju.dab said 1 May 1be Omn1pr1)Sent have compassion upon 
you tnd' the sick or "Israel.. 



R •. Jose- saida May the Omnipresent have C9JDpaSs1on 
upon you in the midst ot the sick of Israel. ( ~ 

The principle or he1ping ·jtfie sick and respecting· 

the moribund was carried to such an extreme thats 

Be who closes the eyes ot t he moribund at the going 
out ot the soul. WKS considered as one vbo shed blood.(6} 

The universal custom to close the eyes ot the dead wa-s in 

line With the general tear of the dead. The strange stare 

ot the opened eyes was-· a source ot tear and many peoples cl!osed 

the eyes berore death.17). Cicero mention~his practise.(8) 

The Jews forbade this practise or closing the eyes ot the 

dead on t he Sabbath. However there was an indirect wiq ar 
accompllsbing this end V1.thout touching the eyes. 

Rabbi Simeon b. Gamaliel saids It one desires that 
a: dead man's eyes should close, let him blow wine into 
his nostrils and apply oil between his two eyelids and 
hold his two big toes. Then they close of their own 
accord.(9) 

The time ot one's death was consi dered as 94,important 

sign to observe, tor it indicated whether the death vas at 

a propitious or evil occasjion. For example, he who died 
'Ii> "' erev Sabbath had a good sign, whereas be Who died at the 

going out ot the Sabbath had an evil omen.(10) 

Irmnediately ~ter the gollng out of the soul, 

there were many duties incumbgnt upon the living. He Who 

was in the presence or the dead person at the time ot death 

was supposed to rent bis garments immediately.(11) The or

gans ot the deceased were closed.(12)Jthis was alto done by 

the Arabs. The purpose of this was to eliminate the toul smelling 

odors which exude f'rom the dead body, particul.arly 1n the bot 

countries where the rate of decomposition is very rapid.(13) 

Another possible explanation is the attemp~ to prevent the 

spirit ot the dead person .from escaping and causing troubl~ 



to the living. The body is then placed on a board and wash

ed with water , mixed with spices, and then anointed with oU 

or wine. (14) Washing and anointing was also done on the

Se.bbath. (15) 

Washing and mointing was commonly practised 1n all 

other groups of ancient times. (16) Perhaps these practisws 

ware a remnant or an older time when embalming vas the comman 

torm ot preparing the corpse. The Bible lends some support tor 

such a hypothesis by its description ot the embalming o~ 

Josepb.(17). This practise 1111s very comn:on among the Egypt;_ 

i'""&ns. As (cbilder shows~ the common conception ot death is 

that one enters a state of perfect peace. The body is pre

served am well groomed. The most dif f icult thing tor the 

human being tonaalize is his 01141 death, and the oanple:te' dis

solution ot his physical self'~ At the same time one realizes 

that the physical self does deteriorate and decq. Thus the 

idealistic concept i s destroyed by the real awareness ot decay 

and cor~tion ot the n esb.. Thi s may well 41t>lain' the custca 

ot washing and anointing the body to stay the 1nev1 t able. 

Th+-8h1ng water had myrrh and aloe 1n it. Two or 

the gospels, Luke and John, report that t he followers ot Je

sus prepared a mixture- of spices and ointments(l8) and a 

mixture· of aloes and m,yrrhll9) to prepare the body of Jesus .. 

Beracoth 5'3& says that the spices of the dead were used fol!' 

the remotlal ot the bad snei:r. / ' 
')'? ~3 k./ :U J:.f) ' ? 

1
7 ? <> c> J 'Nep 

Rashi, on the word ..P' fl/ e (' says that the pnrpose was to re

move the stench or the dead. 

Cooling vessels and metal vessels were brought and ~ 

placed on the stomach or the corpse 1n order that i~ shoUl.d 



not swell. (20). R. Levi said in the name ot R. Pappa m 
the name of R. Joshua that the stomach burst atter three 

days(2l.). Thf body vas trequently placed on sand and salt -
to slow down the decay ot the body. 

The hair am t1.ngerna1ls ot the deceased were cut' 

and the corpse was wrapped in a shroud. When the Witch of 

Flldor raised the spirit or Samuel t'l'OJD the dead, he appeared 

vrapped 1n a shroud~(22). The New Testament notes that the 

body of Jesus vas wrapped in a linen cloth. The Talmudic 

passage which throws most light on this subject is the pass

age from Xetuboh Sb wich a1so appears in Moed Koton 27B~ 

'> e 7 ~ " ~ ~ IC J I o -;-, .1> • "i) vJ I e I:./ f' 
1 

,.. • J N (' \l G ~ r I J)J) 1 r-1 IV 1J) I , { '?I 7 7 ~ 
c ">'"> .J I ~ ~ i b ('I d l ? / t P e ' r (' b 7 / r I I .J) I ic 

c;)J/ l.J)ed ·~~? lnlk 1]/~/ /r13?rp -:1,Jf ~ 
J.1> ~ ;;l 'tf .:)? ~ <1 I b cf ''"")~ t .P~ s ~ 

Formerly the burial ot the dead was more ditf'icult 
tor bis· relatives than his actual death so that1 as a 
r esult they would leave him and f,lee, unJ.1t Rabban Gallli&l 
introduced an easier ctmtom for himself they would 
bury him 1n garments of linen and all the people adopted 
the custom atter h1JD to bury the dead in simple white 
garments.(tree translation) 

Thus a cheaper shroud ws introduced which would 

not embarrass the poor or make it dittieult tor them. The 

color or the garment was usually white, to indicate purity. 

Dile rabbi ::. indicated t h1:1J-· ovn inability to accept tor ·~ lrl.11-

selve:- the s1111bol or purity 1n the vhite color or the shrouds 

by · .. hi._.. ret'usal to have white shrouds. 

R. Jobanan'said 11hm he was about to depart from the 
worlds Bury m~ in colored garments, not White and not 
black tar U I shall stand among the righteous, I won't 
be e*rre-ssed, and It I shall stand among the wicked, I 
shall not be ashamed(in colored garments)(231. 
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R. Yoshiah, when he was about to die, said to those 
Vbo were standing vlth hims Cal.l my s~ents tor me~. Be 
said to them(the students)a Buey me 1n white ftabl.7• 

·p:Dessed garments . They said to him: And are you better 
than your teacher? He said to thema I am not ashamed ot 
my deeds,tbatI ma:y: be received before my Creator.(23) 

These passages indicate an evolution in color and 

expense or the shroud. The shroud, which at one time was 

colored and a very e:xpens1 ve garment became a simple wh1 te / 

linen cloth~ 

. I l1t 
mtn1ma1 

The body was then placed in a cotfin. The cotn:n, 

and the shroud, / '-"' 7 -::>fl , were the absolute 

requirements which bad to be provided tor the corpse. 

The body was placed in a prone position in the cottin with 

the bead racing upward. A squat or sitting position which 

was common among other peoples •s torbidd~ (24). The cott1.n 

itselt was made ot cedar wood, stone or cl97.(~. The: 

earliest reference to a cott1n is given 1n Gen.5'01 26 which 

tells or the death and burial or Jose~. 

So Joseph died at the age of one hundred and ten y-ears ; 
and he was embalmed and placed in a cotfin in Egypt. 

It is quite likely that this cottin va.s not a cottiia 

as we underi*8.nd, but rather a JllUllDllt cat1e(26). OriginatJ;y there 

was no i!otr.t.n, Later the comn ... developed to serve as a 

bier upon Which to carry- the corpse to the place of burial. (27). 

The cotf'in was conceived by- the primitive to serve u a pri.on 

tor the spirit or the dead and keep it sately locked away. !be 

coof'1n was al so felt to otter comfort to the dead person. ID 

Talmudic times, the size of the cotfin Wa's the size or the 

normal person, approximately 6 teet longc>.} N r }'f> 7;.: > ,1t 
f'eet wide and as high as needed.( a 1) 
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Since the belier still persisted that the soul re

mailmd in contact with the corpse, certain objects· were 

placed in the cof'f'in with the corpse. This custom went 

back to the very beg1nn1ngs of' human civ1lizat·ion(29). 

When a man died, bin entire property wasO.stroyed or let't 
I 

with the body, vheth• the body was buried or simply er-
posed. In addition to the explanation that the property 

served the needs of' the dead, the destruction of the dead per

son• s property may have been caused by the stl"Ong taboo ass

ociated with the articles ot the dead. These were considered 

polluted, ahl1 if used, evil would result. 

Interesting examples ot primitive attitudes toward 

the property or the dead are g1Wen in Abram Xard1ner 1 s- book, 

PQchological frontiers g.L §ocietr. (30). The Plateau tribes 

or the southwestern section or America destroyed all the p:ro

perty of a dead man. The Comanche, on the other hand, who bad 

acquired f'ar more property than the Plateau tribes, were un

certain what to do. Apparently they started out by tollow.ing 

the regular Plt-.teau pattern or destroying property; however, 

with the arrival or horses, they bad a real problem. Destruction 

or large amounts or livestock resulted in a very serious ec

onomic loss •. Wanton destruction was very repugnant to tllle 

Comanche. They solved the problem by killing the man's favorite 

horse and only a tew others; and thus they saved the bulk o~· 

the man•s livestock. Bovever all the man•s bedding, bis 

clothing and bis f'avorite possessions were buried with b1JL. 

Because or the amount or the property buried with the dead, 

there was much grave robbing. The f88.r of the spirits or the 

dead was not as strong as in other cultures. 

Most peoples have learnt to cut down the amount or 



I . 

property destroyed to comp&l'atively smal.l amounts, destroytng 
sum 

only a token/from the goods left behind by the deceased. Ob-

j ects were ofteh broken over the grave to prevent p-ave 

robbing and to release the spirit of the article so that it 

might accompall1' the dead on its journey.(31). 

In the writings of Josephus we have the statement: 

that kings were buried vi th diadem, crown, and scepter• (32). 

Treasures have been found in the coffins of some of the 

kings~ The Bible reports burning for kings vbich may well 

refer to the destruction of the property of the kings by burD1ng 

them at the time of burial. Jeremiah promises Zedekiah tha"ta 

you Will die in peace and with the burnings of thy 
fathers the iormer kings that were before theee, so shal.1 
they make a burning before thee. (33). ,.. · ··;: 

Sema'Coth usr.4the expressioJ'~ rv~ lle;1'?€ ..P 1 ~1I<!, 
"they were making a(great)burning for kings". ( I) .:I/ lhd~) 

In the Talmudic period large destruction of property· 

either by burning or by burial withliie corpse ceased. There 

was, to be sure, burial of san,,roperty but of relatively iil-

/ 
expen~ ve articTes. For e:xamP.le, tn Semacoth 12 :ll 1 

?7f. t .. Jr>5 •N" ~·':\ J\•.J;'f fr ~/te e,.p,;:. 
,\])'$'"' ~~.:11 l1 1.:i}wl I tpl: ~e f •J)l~ct"Jr/ _j\I"))'... 

Abba Saul the son of Batnit said to his sons: Bury me un-
der· the the toot-end of my father and leave for me the blue- / 
purple of my mantle. 

The bridegroom was buried with a pen and ink in order· 

I to be able to write a K'tuvoh.(31+). Working tools were placed 
I ----

in the coffin of the dead, as frequently was the writing pen 

of ttie deceased.(35). One may find in Semocoth 9 a prohibition 

against leavin~ property in the cot1'1.n. ( ..... 
/?l"lr ~ ''l~ .3\ftv f~.r'~-=> vrJff~ o .... 

. .,J)j I\ fU) ~ P ,, .I° IC" fll 

All ltilo increase utensils for the dead, behold this 

is a transgression ~ceause ~S"Thou shalt not destroy"• 



To return ta the corpse, after the body was placed 

1n the cott1n, a light was placed a1ttle bead ot the corpse 

and the body was caref'ul.ly guarded. An Agada says that 

one must guard the bod,y ot a dead king, but not the body ot 

a day old infant, tor animals have fear or the latter, but not 

of the f'oniaer.(J6) 

The body was carried to the grave on a bier-. Tbe-

b1 er bore the cof'fin (unllke the Egyptians and the Romans). 

Originally the death bed was used tor a b1erC37). SUch a 

bed was of' wood f'rame ot straight shape, and stood on short 

feet.. Short metal pieces were stuck onto the wood frame thraagh 

which the ropes as through rings were drawn so that the bed 

became known as a ec 7' . Earlier biers were made ot ex

pensive materia1s. The rich used fta!- the dargesh a tal.l orna

mental bed. The poor used a simple boi.;. v?' ~ ~ • However 

there was an evolutionary process here as vi th the shroud 

which result ed in a similar bier tor both. 

e.ct )1 ? .P1 1 'e r J ·K 13 IN /'» -;> -.J le1c)? 
17.J. i) - ~ 'e )' ?..:IJ rv ./'1'...J )--> /e u I , v ? 'G .J -r .F' ' ' ...J <r/ 
~ y ' I f> ::> 1_J ;, "' \) ? I g _:) ? , • lc1 3 I N s J ~ b> I e 

. ..P··~b-
Formerly they were bringing the rich (tor burial) 

on a dargesh and the poor on a cal1bah1 and the poor 
were being made &'Shamed. They ordaina<t that al.l: woUl.d 
be brought forth on a calibah, because of the honor of 
the poor~ (38). 

Burial 

Aside trom the specific manner of disposal vbich 

will be considered later, there are some 1.mportant general 

considerations about burial to be discussed. The first one 

is the ~estion or necessity) to remove a foul-smelling corpse 

trom the midst or the com.nun! ty' particularly in the hot lands-



or Palestine and Babylonia. Yet there are other aspects 

or the question of burial. Why was btn"ial necessary tor 

the Jew and opposed by the E..J»er.daut -Y did the types 

or disposal vary so markedly? 

The best analysis or this question round by the 

writer is an article by Moses Buttenveiser,"Blood Revenge 

and Burial Rites in Ancient Israel".(39) Dr. Buttenveiseir 

said that 'Ute among the Semites and the Greeks, the .notions 

and practises pertaining to burial and bloodshed !ind their 

tll.timate explana1i~Dn 1n a once existent worship or chthonic

gods. It vas mie· province or such a god to receive back inta 

her lap the spirits or the dec: ased. On all those Who either 

directly or indirectly prevented any or h911"Cbb114ren on en

tering l*• realm such a god in unison With other cbthonic 

gods would wreak vengeance by Withholding the blessings or the 

soil. Theretore to leave a body unb\ll'ied vas a nagrant re

ligious orrense. Not only vas it necessary to bury the 

corpse, but the belief was prevalant that buria1 was necessary 

1n one's native land, tor only there in the domain or one•s na

tive gods wa~ it possible tor those burial rites to be per

formed which vere held esstntial. tor the soul's rest in the 

netherworld.. The many phra'Ses found in the Bible which saya 

"buried with his fathers" and the common practise or placing 

some soil trom the land of Israel in the oottin of a person 

buried outside the land, the transporting of bodies from out

side the land of Israel to Israel tor burial, support this 

analysis. 
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The Persi ans, on the other hand, took the view that 

the corpse defiled the ground and left the 1>9dy or the de

ceased exposed on the ground. A lengthy discussion in San

hedrin l+6 which gives T&rious proofs tor bur1a1 trom Biblical 

verses begin§ with a question addressed to Rab Hema by the Per

sian king Sbap1r. The king questions the rabbi about the 

position ot the Jews on this subject, tor his religion taught 

othervise.(lfo). 

Some other types or disposal practised in various

societies area 

1. cappibalimg, or eating the corpse. 

The orthodox Freudian analyst, Fenichel., sees a rem

nant or cannibalism in the practise or tuneral repasts or meals 

closely connected with the tuneral. Symbolically eating the rood 

at such a meal is eating the corpse.(41) 

2. mm-aer1a1 dewsit; that is, the body is lett exposed tor 

variable periods or time, tben the bones are buried, usually). The 

best example ot this are the Babylonians and the Persians, tor 

whom the dead body contaminated the ground. 

-=- . The problan or atonement played a part 1n this type or 

disposal. The Zend-.lvesta :t'elt that atonement was only possible 

through exposure to the air. The Jews, on the other band, real

ized atonement through burial.(42) 

A type or sub-aerial burial is practised in cold coun

tries were the body is left exposed throughout the winter and 

only buried in the spring when the ground thaws. 

4. Sill 1zurial 

This vas a very common means ot disposal in the 

Biblical tines and in Palestine, as we know trom the many Bi~ 

, . . 
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11cal references and f'rom sepulchres discovered in Palestine. 

The f'1rst such ref'erence is the passage in Genesis 23:..the 

death ot Sarah and her burial in the cave of Machpelah. 

Abraham too is bm"ied there a~ are Jacob anl Joseph. !he ob

Vious reason tor the practise of' cave burial is a practical 

one; in the rocky country of Palestine were caves are abund

ant and graves are difficult to dig, man uses· what nature has 

proVided for him, namely the cave •. Isaiah 22alf says tbata 

What has thou here, and Whom hast thou· here, 
That thou bast hewed thee out here a sepu1chre, 
Thou that hewest thee out a sepulchre on high, 
.And gravest a habitation tor thyself' in the rockt 

Nehemiah 213' speaks or "the cit,.~ the pla'Ce ot my 
father's sepulchre"• 

Klsewhere we have reterences to sepulchres; tor 
• example, 11 Iqngs 13120. Sepulchres are obviously a refine-

ment of the cave. Bertinoro in commenting on Mishnah Moed 

Koton 116, which prohibits· hewing a ) 1.J I ::> or tomb-

biche during the festival week, says ot I':));:) .,.., J) /)? f 
er717~ ..]\/\.)\~ ;;:,1rrrp- · ~lo 

1 ·..J r r J) 11 P 7 1 
tomb-niche-in a: cave which is under the ground and 

burial-places vbich afte being made by building. 

The Talmud in defining these words says that a- / ·:>I.:> 
Kukin is a recess made by excavation and a J).:>/? J 

(also mentioned in the Mishnah) as a trough •. EMlvim 5'5l> talks 

about sepulchral monuments and states What type pf' sepulchral 

monuments may be included within the Sabbath boundary or a:. 

town. Since the dead were considered as unclean and a source ot 

priestly defilement, the common practise of all Semites was to 

place the 1epulchres(and graves) outside the to~m~ 

it.. water-burial-the corpse is cast into a body of water in 

order to prevent the deceased from returning to plague the sur-

vivors. 
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;. creaation-tbis is the ordinar)" mode ot disposal in In._ 

dia among both the Aborigines and the Hindus. Cremation 1~ 

convenient tor tribes w.1 thout a settled abode, 1 t thoroughly 

removes the ghost from the bonds or this life, and f'i ts it f'or: 

union with the society of departed in the life beyond. (43) 

6. grave 

The present accepted means or disposal, burial, -s 

not •stablisbed in Palestine 1n the .torm that we know it to

day, namely a cemde17. In older times one buried the dead 

directly under the holy trees, on paths, in caves, or on high 

mountains. For the rich a°' the royal the burial took place 

1n the v1cin1 ty of' the house. : · Joab. ·1 is but1ed in bis own 

house in the desert.( 44), l!anilsseh»is buried in the garden 

of his bouse~j.rhe death of the king is usually characterized 

by the statement that be was buried with his f'athers. The be

lief that the dead was saved or blessed only when buried near 

their fathers is a common oriental attitude, as already seen. 

A grave could not be prepared betoretime for a person 

about to die(45')but if it had been prepared tor a non-Jew, one 

might bur7 a Jewish corpse therein. Non-Jewish grave diggers 

were permitted to work on the Sabbath to prepare a grave. It was 

forbidden to derive any benefit f'rom a grave, a shroud, or anT 

of the requirements or a corpse.(46). No animate object may be 

used as a covering f'or graves-. (47). Fach ind1 v1dual in the Tal

mudic period was obliged to own the grave in which he was bur-

1ed(48). Many details are given 1h both the Mishnah and Talmud 

about graves, grava-mounds,buying and selling of graves(torbrdden), 

etc.,would establish the conclusion that gr aves were the most 

Widely means of disposing of the corp~e. 



There is one f'inal. act connected with the corpse 

itself Which is l«>rth considering. This is disinter-

ment or the removal. of' the bones t'l'om one place to another •. 

Th1 s amounte+ctually to a second funeral. al though alI the 

rites or burial wertot practised. Bertinoro says about the 

Mishnah 115 of' Moed oton1, t. J, /r1 ');, />3 i. ( 1' d rl 
'3 J 1ttlrlr : INt:./ t_!_;") Jc -i~s " 

· If f<' \') ~ /) ~ : / I<! "i:t _,P 'I n 2 Pr I 
· -tlhh~t.. ' ??rop _l')rf7e .~v-,f1c vfC.l?e-::> 

~ 11 v 'Ji e? N ' ' => ~ ~ :::> & I/ /' k.J 
~Man..Wlierse~he bon~s of his father and his mothers 
-1.· in the f e_!t1 val veek in order to bury them 1n a: 

,c...·( .-If tit 1«rp place.7 -

For it is a joy for hims vben be sees them AJ!t he':1s burying' . 
tbem~tn~ the"-.ar•• or his fathers and 'the law is not 
e;ccording to R. Meir in both instances. 

Gathering the bones was permitted. for one day only 

up to darkness but one could continue a second day if that 

additional time were required. ( lt9). The usual rites· per-· 

rormed a:t funerals were not performed for the bones, except for 

the meal or condolence (5'0). One does not gather the bones until 

the decay of' the flesh ba·s been finished. ( 51). R. Yohanon b •. 

Nori says· that one JD87 not gaUler the bones for his father and 

mother, while Rabbi .Akiba says one may(52). One who rents his· 

garment for the dead atl-be time of death must rent at the time 

ol the removal of the bones(53). It was considered disrespectf"ul 

I 

I 

to carry the bones in the sadd1~bag and place them upon the back 

of' a donkey, exc~pt in times of' danger when this was permitted •. (54). 

This concludes. the discussion or topics related in 

particular to the corpse. The folloving chapters will be con

cerned with the functions or the mourners and community during 

the lime of death and burial~""'1 then the mourner a:t'ter burial. 
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In this chapter we will consider some or the· acts-

and obligations, duties and customs by which the mourners par

ticipate actively in the immediate tragedy ot loss and berneave

ment and in the tuneral. It may be said that the tuneral ser~ 

ved two basic purposes. One was to remove the dead person 1'rom 

the society and to place him 1n his tina1 •resting place•, bo1li 

in a physical and a spiritual sense. The !e-ellng existed in 

ancient times(as alr=ady noted) that the dead were not real.l.y 

dead, and that the spirit of the dead colll.d bring both good and 

ill to the living. Shakespeare ably describes the uneasy rear

ing widely held about the possible intervention ot the dead in

to the af'tair s of men Vhen he said 1 

And Caesar's spirit ranging for revenge 
v.1.th Ate lit his side come hot trom hell, 

Shall 1n these con.tines with a monarch's voice 
Cry "Havoc" and let slip the dogs or war. Cl) 

Caesar died I.JI an unnatural ,,.,., by murder, but was 

not death of sny form considered unnatural! In all c1v111-

zations unquiet spirits might be released at death to roam 

the earth like the spirit ot Caesar and torment the living. 

The notion was extremely co~on among the Semites, and JDaD7 o"t 

the funera1 customs developed among the Sdm1 tes, as among 

others, which were basically an attempt to propt;!te the sp11'1t ... 
ot the dead. For example the r enting or one's garmP.nt and the 

f'uneral repast have been considered just such customs, as will 

be seen. (2) 
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The secom ma'jor purpose ot the .taneral vas to relate 

the mourner and the community in a very inttaa.te and mean

ingt'ul relationship w1 th the total death process-. By intill

ate 1s meant that the mourners, more particularly the immed

iate tamily, ceased trom their daily duties and the routines 

ot their ordinary erlstence to devote tbeaaelves unreaer

vedly to the needs or the corpse and the process ot mourning. 

It 11181 be said that the smaller the society the more involved 

does the total membership of the group become in the funeral. 

The death of a man or woman in a primitive group, con
sisting or a limited number or individuals, is an event ot 
no mean importance. The nearest relatives and friends are 
disturbed to the depth or their emotional lite. .l sm•lJ 

comnunit7 bereft or a member, especially it be be illlporit
ant, is severel7 mutilated. The Whole event breaks the ~ 
ma1 course of lite and shakes the moral toundations of so
ciety. • • • Death 1a a primitive aociety 1st theret'or.e, 
much more than the removal cd a· member. By set 1ng in m~ 
tion one:- part ot the deep forces or the instinct or sel.f'
preseryation, it threatens the very cohesion and solidarity 
of' the· groupit "1d upon this depends the organization ~r that 
society, its tradition, and finally the Whole culture, 

• • • • • 
The ceremonial of death Which ties the survivors to the 

bod7 and rivets thea to the place or death, the belief's- in 
the existence ot the spirit, in its benef1cent influences, . 
or malevolent intentions, in the duties of a series o~ com

merative or sacrificial cwremonies-in all this religion coun
teracts- the centrifugal forces or tear, dtSll187, demoralization, 
and provides the most povert'ul means of reintegration or ~e 
group's ~en solldarit7 and of the re-establishment o'f its 
morale .. ca> 

This tine passage by Malinowski accurately sums up 

the role of religion and culture a;s the torce 'Which re-unites 

and reintegrates the individual mourners and the societ,. as a 

mourner after the tragedy of death. The importance of the in

dividual member 1n the smaller group is obvi ous; and so toa 

is the concern of the body of society with the loss of one ~ 

its members. In the culture described by the Talmud, many ~ts

and duties fall on both the immediate mourners and the group-, 

at the time of the f\meral and in the period of mourning there-
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The care of the body, performed in our society by 

the professional undertaker, must necessarily be done by the 

triends and the inlllediate family in small communities. There 

might be a burial brotherbo-1 , which arranged tor ail.l the de

tails and prepared the corpse. O!!e might even have to interr-

upt one's study to attend to the needs or the dead(3), if one 

were needed(although a cont radictor.1 statement saysa 
.J'VV j) J'j r N ~I l.J1 1 J N~-1) J • ~(? N ric. 

Therdo not interrupt their studies to attend to the 
corpse(l+-) 

the prevailing attitude is better expressed by the passage 

1n Ketuboth, that one does interrupt). The town was- 1nt'ormed or 
the death(;) in order to honor the dead. Mourners had the re~ 

pons1bil1ty of watching over the corpse(6). The watching or the 

body treed the watcher, even when he was not a close relative, 

f'rom the usual religious duties ot reciting the Shesna and s93-

ing the Te!1llah and layi~g on tef'1111n.(6) 

An important act which was done at the death or a 

close relative was the renting or one's garments. The act or 

tearing is a universal &'Ct done by the mourner. There is som~ 

thing instinctive within man to Dlal'k himself 1n a physical way 

as a mourner. The prophetic denunciations against the practise 

of self-mutilation, or slashing an• scarring on~self ,1nd1cates

that these practises were conw.on in the Biblical period. Rend

ing, however, ntains the more primitive self-destructive im

pulse in a less destructive manner. The cultural dynamics or 

both rending and self-mutilation serve dual pnrposes, to ex

press sympatey to the dead and thus to deprecate the anger or 

111-humor of th~ceased at his separation, and also to avert 

suspicion of row. play on the part of the mourner.(?). Baring 
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one-' s shoulder is a similar symbol ot mourning and gr1et(8). 

Several Biblical passages may be cited to show tsbat 

the custom ot rending was wide-spread in Biblical times. 

Buch Biblical personalities as Josbua(9) and Jacob rent theii' 

garments.(10). David commanded the people to rent their gar:_ 

ments tor Abner.(11) The Biblical mourner ' par excellence Job 
their 

rent his garments(lla). The rabbis derive/proot' t'Dr l!eDding 
cus 

t'rom the pa-ssage 1a LtniU/,(12) tn _;which the sons ot Aaron 

were enjoined tram rending their garments; and from this, it 

-~rived that everyone else was duty bound to rent his gar

ments. ( 13) To rent one's garments prematurely vas considered 

as :tob}d.Jag the dead(llt-). Samuel said that aQ1' rending not done 

in the f'lush of grief was not a proper rending.(15) ill re

latives were obliged t o rent, except during the festi~ week 

'When only the near relatives were obliged to rent and to bare 

their shoulders.(16) The laws of rending were, of' course, 

far more encompassing and of' a more stringent and intense qual-

1 ty when one's own parents bad died. Thus the orphan(of any 

age) must rent all his clothes for his parents, not only thcr 

outer la79r. He must rent his garments until he exposed his 

heart(or bared his chest); he must use his own hands to rent 

for his parents(not a knife); the ends ot the rent may be tacked 

together af'ter seven days and r e-uni led after thirty clays tor 

the ordinary mourner, but in the case of an orphan, the ends 

Wer2 tacked together af ter thi~ days and never re-united.(17) 

An extremely fine psychological and religious 1.il~ 

sight was expressed, in the above connection, in a Baraitba 

1n Moed K6too. ( 1a) 

. e;;u .1) ric Ir '..J ;:> tt j (/S )' h 1r1 { .. .. : / "J) J 
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Children may be made to rent their clothes 1in 
order to stir up sadness. 

Most psychiatrists agree that children should be given 

an opportunity to share in the sorrow and the outpouring of grief' 

on his olrlll level of feeling and emtion. Parents have done se

vere damage to young children by sending them away a.tter· a: death, 

explaining little, if anything, to them about the death, and 

not permitting than to participate 1D the grief' process. In the 

volume, Psxch1atrx W,. Rel1gion,ed1 ted by Rabbi L,.,man, Dr·. 

SUzanne Van Amerongen that one cannot help the child by draggillg 

him away and not discussing the went any turther. (18A), and 

Babbi L£ l.lnan said that children should not be excluded from 

family sorrow. (18B) The rabbinic insights are as meaningful now 

as they were then! 

The !'Uneral. procession was often a united action ot the 

whole comr::unity in accompanying the- corpse. (19). Rules de

veloped tor arranging the participants in the 1'uneral pro

cession in a logical pattern. Behind the bier which was carried 

by the bearers and their replacements and their replacements(20) 

vent the mourners. The pall bearers were excluded t'rom the 

religious duties ot pr8J'er(Tet11lah) and of putting on t he pby

lllcteries(21). The bier and the mourners were followed in some 

places by women, in other places by men. In other places, the 

order of male-female was reversed. (22). W1 th very few exceptianS' 

(see below) mourning women(professiona1 wailers) were required 

at all f'unerals. The place of the M'konn•noth was originally 

before the bier, as among the Egyptians(23);but local custom 1h 

Palestine dictated where the women walked.(2~). 

The funeral procession began at the house or the 

deceased, and stopped at least seven times on the circuitous 



route to the grave. Onl.y in the case of a very outstanding 

rabbi did the procession go the syt.agogue tor a funeral 

eulogy. The purpose or stopping at least seven times can 

be explained in several ways. One reason wa~ to permit 

changing or the pall bearers.. The bal ts were said by sme 

scholars to have designed to conf'use the spirit or the dead 

so that it could not tind its way be.ck to the house, and 

also to fright en away any evil spirits that might be tollo~ 

1.ng after the corpse. (25) can. J.t these halts the wailers 

~ their dirges. 

Wailing is one ot the most characteristic expressions 

of grief and of mourning •. To give vent to one's reeling or 

anguish and sorrow through crying and wailing has been an in

stinctive and intuitive r~ctioh of man in the face or loss .. 

The natural unatrected original approach has been molded and 

changed into formalized pat~erns by all societies. The insane 

hysterical screamings were turned into a more formalized est

ablished ritual of wa1.11ng. The basic reasons tor wailings 

have been attributed to· other factors besides the desire to ex

press one's loss verballi~ Buman ertstence is dynamic and 

complex, man' s expression or his inner feelings are always 

the product of sveral factors and ideas r eacting upon the 111-

di vidual and inter:racting w1 thin b1JI. Thus wtling may be the

result or other factors. Such factors may have beena 

1. an effort to avoid suspicion of having been acc

essory to the death. 
ti 

2. to affect the departed in some way by propiation .. 
of the gods and thus opening the gates of heaven for the de-

parted through wa111ng(The Hasidic legend ot tbe boy whose 

whist11.ng broke through to heaven when prayer tailed is a 
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example ot this widely held belief). 

3. to cal1 f'orth corresponding feelings in tbe de

ceased, so that the dead person would act 1n an intercessionary 

capacity for the liv1ng. It was not merel;y a. question of 

-.:rf r Jc J) I ::>6 , ot the merit of the rathers, or. of the .ton
r-,1Wt>oUJ; 

1.ng death tor mankind of' Jesus. The grace of any soul t hat 
A. 

died was Blt to favor the liv1ng .. ( 27) 

The task of' wailing became one Wich went beyond the 

intuitive cries of the immediate faa1.l.y and close friends. 

Professional wailers or lamenterc were required •. These prof'esS

iona1s were mentioned in the Bible, just a11· the custom or wair
ing is mentioned. Th• prophet Jeremiah, to cite only one 

passage, tolls the people "to call for the mourning women, 

that they may come"(f'or thus Sldtb the Lord)(28). References to 

wailing and weeping also abound in the Bible. Isaiah linked 

weeping and lamentation with other signs of mourning, of bald

ness and girding w1 th sackcloth. (2.9 ). The let .. tu:'of James *old 

the sinners to"be wretebed and mourn and weep"(30) The Talmud 

gave caref'ul instructions as· to wailing and the hiring or 

wailers for a tunera1. Thuss 
.v1 t: 

B. Jehudah saida Bven a poor,...man who is in Israel / 
may not hire leS!ifthan two nutes and one protessioba:l 
wailer.(31). 

These women developed formulae or special dirges 

to be used in their work. Some of these dirges have· been 

saved in Moed Koton(~J). For enmple , two such laments area 

1. Cry woe for him who has gone 
Cry woe for the pain. 

2. This death or that death(is the end of' the quest) 
our bruises are the rate of interest. 



A logical development from the dirges and lament-

ations of the proress.ional mourners was the f'uneral ora-

tion. These were delivered at the halting places and at the 

graves. At 1'1.rst a tuneral oration was only delivered for & 

very important person in the community, bpt soon the practise 

spr~ad to others. The t'uneral orations given in Moad Koton 251>, 
in Megtllah and in Ketubotb(33) ae short epigrammatic state

ments rather than the lengthy f'uneral eulogy or this age. It 

is quite possible that these euologies of th~ Talmud are only 

tragments of much longer eulogies which have been lost. Tbe

:t'act that these t'uneral orations usually begin Vi.th the vordt 

1).J);;J , began, would suport the contention that only t'rag

ments have been preserved, ad these fragments are the intro

ductory remarks by the speaker. 

The funeral speaker was usually a professional speaker 

hired for the funeral. some.times the words or the speaker 

caus ed resentment among the people. llitber the speaker would 

unduly exaggerate the praise of theptceased or not say enough 

about him. An interesting story is told in Beracotb(34) o'f a 

funeral orator '410 was criticized 'for calling a man,"modest in 

all bi's ways•. In defending the criticism, the Talmud saids 

JUst as the dead are punished(if they are sinners) so 
the tuneral orators are punisbecl(:t'or uttering false enl
ogies) and those vho answer Amen after them(are also p11D
ished). 

!o give an example trom one tuneral oration, 

When the soul or R. Zera went U1to repose the orator of· 
that occassion opened (his oration) thus: 

The land of Sbinear vas bis home of birth; 
The land ot glory reared her darling to fame. 
"Woe is me" said Raketb in lament, 
For she baih lost her choicest ornament.(35) 



To r.eturn to the tuneral procession, the mourners 

8Jld friends marched to the cemetery llbich was at least 50 
cubits(25 yards) outside the city.(36) Not all~ t'tlnerals 

ban such processl.ons. There was no procession tor a still-born 

child. For a child, a day old, there was no bier. He vas pl.:.. 

aced ~n the bosom of his mother and carried to the grave,acc- / 

ompanied by two men. .l child or 30 days old was placed in a 

small cotfin, t rl 'JO J ~ , and carried to he cemetery by 

tvo men.(37) (38)f a child a year old, in a larger coffin 

which was born to the cemetery on the shoulders of two menf ~ 

three years old, a bier and vas treated with tullr~espect.(39) 

At these tunerals tor the very young the lamenting was elim

inated and the wailers were silent. Young people who died be

tween 20-30 years of age were buried as it they were engaged 

people(lto). Kings were buried, according to Josephus, in an 

especially solemn manner. The corpse of Herod was carried out 

in a richly adorned coffin by bis sons and near relatives.(41) 

There were said to be 36,000 pall-bearers at the f\meral or 1t1ng 

Hezekiah, according to Baba Kama. (42) 

There were two types of people 'Who did not have to 

attend funerals. One was the king. He did not have to follow 

after the tuneral procession for relatives, so that the people 

would not see h1m 1n his pain. It he desired to go after the 

bier, he might. (43) 

The priest was the type of person who wasCSempt from 

tollowSng after the bier and attending the funeral. rt might be 

worthwhile to consider the whole question of priestly defilement 

at this time. The basic operating hypothesis was that the priest 



was holler than the •Israelite•, and since death detiled and 

made unc1ean, the priest had to protect himself tram det11e

ment for he gave vicarious cleanliness and hol iness to the 

rest of the people. To ~ove part of the above sta1:ement1 

A peasant was passing w1 th an o:r-goad on his shoulder 
and he vas declared unclean in virtue of (the law of )uten
sils which overshadowed the dead. (1+4) •. 

And to c1 te the Biblfi::al passages which t'orbade 

priestly mourning and def'1lement1 

And the priest that is highest upon his brethren, 
upon whose head the anointing oil is poured, ·and that is 
consecrated to put on the garments, shall not let the hair 
of his head go 104::! nor rend bis clothes; neither shall 
he go i ill to any body, nor defile himself tor hi:s 

rather, or tor his mother, nor profane the sanctuary· of his 
God; tor the consecration or the anointing oil Id :·M~ D6d 
is upon him. (45) · 

And they shalr come near no dead person to def11e 
themselves; but for ~ther, or tor mother or for son, 
or for daughter, tor brother, or for sisler that hath had 
no husband, they m~ detil.e tbanselves.(46) 

'From the latter passage in Ezekiel, th! definition of a 

close relattY;ns established. One must mourn .ror that per

son who bears the same relationship to him that the priest 

bore to those for whom be might be den.led. 

Mishnah Sanhedrin elaborates on what oonatitutiei de
high 

filement for the/priest, and Vbat he may do when in mourn-

ing. 

If' any of hi• near of kin die he may not follow after 
the bier, but be may to for.th with the bearers as tar 
as the city gate, if he and. they come not within sight 
ot one another. So R. Mei~, but Bl Judah s.aY.sl He JQV 
o~S~:f~~ t'rom the Temple, for t i:s-111"1"c'tenr Ne1'ther 
shall he go out or the Sanctuary. And tlhen he comforts 
other mourners, the custom is for all the people to pa,ss br, 
the one af'tEm. the other, while the appointed priest place1f. 
him between lt1mself and the people; and when be receives com
fort from others, all the people say to hims May n make 
espiation for thee and he replies, Be ye blessed of heaven. 
When they make for him a tuneral meal, all the people sit 
around the ground and he sits on a sto~l. (47). 



In the· 1'ourth chapter of Semacoth a detailed ana:l~ 

ysis i,jgiven ot priestly defilement and some ot tthe:: rami~ 
fications. A priest was obliged(not merely permitted) to 

mourn tor those tor vhom he might be defiled. ( A story ia

given of a priest whose w11'e di~ on Brve Passover and he did 

not desire to be defiled 1'or her. B.is friends forced him to 

become def'iled(by mourning) against his vi.ll tor they saidt 

Mourning is not merely permitted; it is a dutyl1t8). A priest 

might be defiled tor close relatives even it they were bl~ 

isbed(in some ritual. YaTl49). A connnon priest who wn det'lled 

(in a non-permitted vay) or who entered a cemetery received 

lfO lashes- as pun1sbment(50)f tbis was alao the punishment f'mt 

a high pr1est(5l). 

Ute the corpse bad been interred, the mourners 
to the corpse ,("'..... C" 

would bid faevell!l/by sqingl J> ~ r ro ,Go in peace, 

but not Ylb~ ~ r);' ,Go to peace. This difference in 
& stat911~t by 

expressi on vas derived from/.Termiall{52) Vbo said. to Zedekiah 

that be would go to his tathersii.11 peace-.(53). 

The custom a1'ter interment was for the friends of the 

mourners to line up in tm rows some distance f'rom the grave. 

The mourners would pass through the tpace between the rows, and 

the friends would utter words of consolation.(51+-). 

At first the mourners were standing 1n one place, and 
all the people pas-sed. bf them, but(at one funeral) there 
were two (d1st1ngu1shed)fam111es in Jerusalem who quoreled 

with one another as to which family would pass by the mourn
ers first. one familY' saids We Will pass f'irst,•d the other 
tam111' saids We will go first. Thereupon it was ordained 
that the people would stand in rows and the mourners woul"d 
pass between them~ ( 55) 

On their return f'rom the cemetery the mourners and friends 

would stop a minimum of seven times and comfort the mourners 

with llt>rds of praise for the deceased.(?6) 
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The meal or condolence which occurred 1n the Tallmdicr 
the 

culture arte~ the burial ceremony was a sign of/common sutrer-

1-ng and represented a s)'Dlbol of compassion tor the bereaved. 

The meal was prepared by the neighbors and friends or the mourn

ers, and usually' bad a special food such as eggs or lbntlls. 

J~st as lentils have no mouth, so does the mourner 
laek a mouth, and just as lentils roll around and then re
turn, so does mourning roll about and return to those who 
enter the world. ( 5?/) 

The mourner was torbidden to eat or bis own bread on 

the first day of mourning, according to B. Judah Vbo cited Bab.(58) 

Ezeki-1.(Sl) ls U!Je!. as a proof tor this law.. Since Ezeldf}. was 

forbidden to eat of the bread of men, the rabbis ordained that 

the mourner Bil.. eat of' the bread of men(Ezeki&l WIES" the exception). 

Rabbah and B •. Joseph alternately proVided the repast tor one an

otberlat the time of' mourn1ng)(60). 

Again we must search deeper tor the underlying causes 

tor the meal of condolence. The simple expla.na'tion does· not 

su:t'f'ice. Felli.chel has P,\nted out that the meal represented 
" (in primitive cultures) a s)'Dlbolic eating of the flesh of' the 

Cannibalism 
dead person. (61) ?tmt:e is an attempt to destroy completely 

the corpse and to gain ma-stery over the feared object;and yet, 

at the same time, to take vi.thin oneself' a projection of one•s 

own personality which has been lost, through death. The act or 

cannibalism is done with extreme repugnance and dr ead, even by 

the savage, and i s usally f&llowed by a violent vomiting f'1 t-, 

according to Malinowski(62).Through the meal of condolence the 

useful psychological ~ .. ends- s served by cannibalism can be s1'111 

aehieved symbolically. The i ntrojection of the lost object ,or 

i nternalizing an ego-envolvement destroyed by death, is accom

plished by the eating of foodo 



There are other possible runctions for the meal 

of condolence. A strong belief existed that the dead perspn 

could participate in the feast of condolence. In the Gilbel!t 

1slands, tor example. some of the tribes celebrate the !liast 

be-f'ore the f'uneral and in the presence of the corpse. Fating· 

and drinking in the presence of the corpse.is a wide-spread 

custom in many parts of Europe,as elsewhere. The eating at the 

special roods at the meal or condolence •s supposed to expiate 

the sins of the deceased by transmitting them to the bodies of' 

those who ate at the meal •. (63) The feast wa's a f'requently a 

farewell meal, a send-off tor one who was unwilling to go. At 

the termination of the meal the deceased was politely but tirw

ly told to leave.(64) The ilorese, a tribe of American Indians, 

bad feasts on the fourth and nineth days after burial., because 

they felt that t he dead person was lonely. (65). 

In the next chapter we will consider some duties and 
as 

prohibitions, customs and ceremonies not so intimately connected 

with the funeral proper. 
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The dynamics of grief and mourning in the Talmudic 

perio-d otter a very f'ruitf'ul sub,ject of investigation. The 

tools and techniques of handling 'bereavemeht and sorrow were 

tar more highly developed and had a greater basis in reality 

than do some of the comparable teicbniques of our modern re

ligions and their approach to dea'th. SU.b a statement requires 

a caref'ul defense, and it Will be the primary purpose of tlUs 

chapter to ind.1aate the handling of the grief' situation in 

the Talmudic period w1 th ~e vari1ous motifs and direftions est

abli shed by the rabbis. 

In the first place, it may be categorical.Iy stated 

on the basis of even a superficial examination of the ava1lab1e· 

literature that the individual became involved in a very major 

way a-t the time or his bereavement vi th his existential si tua

tion and w.l. th his own condition. Not only did h e r ent his gar

ments and participste actively in the funeral, as an actor and 

not as an audience, but he a1so vas given specific duties to do 

and prohibitions to observe after the f'uneral.. It Wlrs through 

the ~structure of duties and p·rohibitions that the· mourner· 

could work through his grief,. f'inid new areas of emot ional ~ 

volvement and re-integrat~ himsel.f vi th the community and the 

~rld around him.. It might be al.so said that •as : z:1 !act 
Q.fsc 

that the attitudes toward death p1reva1ent at that time offer,.. 
ed solace and support alt•• (see Chapter one) 

What were some of these duties and prohibitio~ hov 

did they operate and what did the·y mean. in terms o£ the in~ 

d1V1.dual needs and the cult ural t iraditions which the individual 



1nher1tedt Before this question may be satisfactorily an

swered, on;mist look at the precursors of the Talmudic per

iod, the literature of the Bible, and also to find the pre

vailing tendencies in primitive societies. Through this 

comparative approach, additional 1ight Will be shed on Tal:_ 

mudic methods. 

ID lower cultures the occurrence of death often 

tainted the whole Village vi th the uncleanliness of death.. 

'lbis taint of uncleanliness and the taboos associated with 
~ 

them, however, were :t'requently limited,.the immediate famil.y9 

and to those Who came into contact With the corpse, The Widow 

and vi.dover were invariably placed 1n a ban or o~ !orm or an

other and a majority of the taboos were associated with thea. 

To 111ustrate, Hastings reports the mourning practises of the 

natives or the Nicobar Islands.(l) Mourning began at the graTe 

1n the presence of the dead at the !east of the dead. The taboos 

which affected the less immediate re1at1ves and f'riends of the 

corpse were abstentions trom singing, dancing, adornment of 

the pereon and 1n the house of the dead, abstention trom certain 

foods. The immediate relatives had to abstain :tor a tar longer 

period t"rom the above-mentioned acts and also had to abstain 

from certain foods and trom smok:lng. Among the ancient Hurons 
of hair 

the lock/was eut from the back of the head as a stgn of deep-

est sorrow.(2) Neither husband nor Wife was permitted to be re

married: during that year. In Bulgaria,tor 4-0 days after th~ 

death the men neither shaved nor cut ort their hair. (3) The du

ration of courning in these primitive societies varied directly 

according to thei r pbilosop~ ot the af'ter life. They all re

garded the dead person as living and vere concerned in main

taining the mourning practises until such time that the dead 



s at rest. The same reason is the basis f'or the saying or the 

ddish, and may have been the original cause tor the thretfnajor 

periods of' mourninga(to be discussed later). The llving were 

pot only desirous or helping the spirit in the af'terworld, bat 

ln protecting themselves from ~ther visits by the spirit.(4) 

Dther writers have reported • al.most universal taboo~against 

sex relationships, against eating certain f'oods, and 1n sitti.a 

jlnd sleeping in normal pos1t1ons(4). 

~ our own cultural heritage, the literature or the 

Bible, we !"ind mDDerous examples to testify that mourning was 

commonly practised, and that mourning followed a characteristic 

pattern. The most detailed examples of mourning 1n the Bible are 

~e stories or the death of' the child or David and ~hsbeba(~, 

and the bereavement or Job.(6). 

And the LOrd struck the child that Uriah's vite bore unto 
David, and it was very sick. David theref'ore besought God 

tor the child; and David fasted, and as often as be went in, he 
lay all night upon the earth. • • • And it came to pass on 
the seventh day that the child died. • •. • Then David arose 
f'rom the earth, and washed, and anointed himself, and changed 
his appare1; and be came into the house or the Lord, and wor
shipped· then he came i.to bis own house; and when be required,
they set bread betore him, and he did ea~. Then said his ser
vants unto him: What thing is this that thou hast done? thou 
didst fast and veep f'or the cblla, vb1le 1 t was alive; but when 
the child was dead, thou didst rise and eat bread. A.nd be saids 
While the child was yet alive I tasted and wept •••• Bat nov 
he is dead, wheretore should f rastT can I bring h1.m back again' 
I shall go to him, but he will not return to mei ( 5) 

Then Job arose, and rent his mant1e, and shaved bis 
head, and fell down upon the gr01Jlld, and worshipped,---. (6) 

And they made an appointment together to come to be11oan 
b1m and to com.tort him. • • They lifted up their voice, and wept; 
and they.,2nt every one his mantle, and threw dust upon their 
heads toward heaven. So they sat down with him upon the ground 
seven days and seven nights, and none spoke a word unto bi.m;tol!' 
they sw that bis grief was very great. ~6) 

A superficial examination of these passages might 

bring one t o the conclusion that the mourninR practises or the 



the Biblical period varied considerably. Yet the reaction ot Da

vid indicates a very natural response to bis own grief' situaticm. 

David actually completed his period of mourning betore tbe deat;h 

of the child. Tbi;>henomenon is called anticipator':f griet'. David 

had indeed grieved for t he child, and had reacted betore the death 

of t he child in the same way that Job a"Cted at'ter h1 s loss. Those 

who have no warning of death have the most d11"ticulty in recovering 

from their loss, tor the period of anticipation permits one to 

come to grips w1 th the poss! b111 ty, almost inev1 tab111 ty, ol delfth. 

Those ltbose loss is sudden do not have this time.(?). 

From other Biblical passages, verses of which Will be 

cited, a general picture can be developed of the types or practises 

characteristic of mourning. 

I pray thee, feign thyself' to be a mourner, and put on 
mourning apparel,I pr87 thee, and anoint thyself not with 
oil, but be as a woman that had a long time mourned ror the 
dead. (8) 

And the land shall mourn every family apart; 
The 1"amil.y of the house or David apart, and their wives apart.(9) 

And Ephraim their father mourned many days, and His bre
tbllren came to comfort him. And he vent in to his wife--UO) 

And the children of Israel wept f'or Moses 1·n tblt plains 
of Moab thirty days; so the days of weeping in the mourning 
for Moses were ended. (11) 

The statement ot Ben Sira on mourning for the dead 

also sheds light on attitudes toward mturninga 

My son, let tears fall over the dead; 
show thy grief and wail out thy lamentation; 

In accordabce with wba t 1 s due to him bury bis body; 
And hide not thyself when he expires. 

Let thy weeping be bitter and thy wailing passionate; 
And make mourning such as be!i ts him; 

A d~ or tw on account of goesip-
And be consoled on account of (thy)sorrow. 

FOr out or sorrow proceedeth bane; 
Even so sadness or heart(prostratetb)vigour. 

Worse than death is abiding sorro-.1, 
And an unfortunate life is cursed by the heart.(12) 



These illustrations taken from the Bible and Apocr,

pba otfer evidence that cultural reactions to death had al

ready been established. The Biblical passages show that 

a strong taboo against sexual relations operated~ tha1t C1De 

mourned tor a det1ni te period or time, and that there was a 

f'ormal mourning garb to be worn. The most videlt used Bib-
tt 

lical pas-sage in this connection was BzekW 21+a2U The 

rabbis interred that one wu to- do that Which Ezekiel •s 

commanded not to do, since he was an e:rception(and that is 

why he was specitica.ll.1' told not to do the usual acts of' 

mourning) • (a!. so J ereaiab 16 s 5tf) 

And ye shall do as I have done;Te sb•lF not 
cover th1' lips, nor eat the bread of' men. J.nd your tires 

shall be upon your beads, and your sandels upon- your feet. 
Ye shall not mourn nor weep·. • • Thus Bzeld.91 1s unt'a 
you a sign, according to aif that he bath done shall ~ 
do. (13) 

Both Hoed KMart and Semacoth give instructions on what 

was tor bidden and vbat was perm.1 tted. The torbidden acts- wern 

r~ .BlOl&l ~erggur11~ w6""' f> ./" tVf!Ji?. , lot: Sr t 
Ql I J>e t. ~ ~ ..1)? J) k. 7 ~ ~ ..PfJJ'/ ?'~ .:>., 

: ,, 0 t "-71 ' "I rl ~ ~~ :ltV \) 's ~ 
A mourner is forbidden to engage in sexual inter-

course for 1 t is vri ttena And David comtorted Bathsheba. 
his Wife, and be came unto ber;f'rom this it can be inf'ared 
that it vas forbidden him(during th~ period of mourn1.llg).(l4) 

2. 1•ediate remopiye 

"'~e·G ;. CY J>)"" 'Je~ te'~ IS 7/e1C /J> f>~ :;)J>p1 Pt:. 
e? c.Jf.:>I ..P~cJ 'J~ znlk. '>3 li> 1 ·~7, .P'~d? v~be /s· 
I ~ I It ~ f> t ~ , j ~ I~· c , ~ I" j ~ f'' .., I" k; .P'....,?' ~ rl ? 

> e IC 1~ ' ~ I ~ 1 .h l tV .P • ..J 6 ~·Jr I ~ I· v e J t. .P, JP> 
•.Ff I ·~ -rlJJp _})) 1) ~ 

It bis Wife died,1t ::.1s forbidden to hj/n to marry another 
woman vntil three festivals have past(f'rom the time ot deatll). 
Rabbi febudah sdda Two f'estivals(have past) and"°!he third ·h(. "'" a 

~ eDe ~ ~•ft111l· To what do these words reter?-to the time 1 O wen e(the mourner)had ~~'but it be had no sons or he 
bad minor children, he is permitted to· remarry during the 
30 day(period of mourning). (15) 



3. Jearipg sapde1s 
~:JjC)) .:1)cf. 1 trJr 7/0~ ~pie. 

.l mourner is forbidden to wear sandE!ls(lo) 
('J.YJ/rl ,.,'Ji' 1·~\\>f\/ f•..,-,e 'i>3/.Jf'41/ b(»IC 

- ~ II 3 ~ll • 1' er~ I tt d ~e JI•=> I ,~ l Jog 
A mourner and one who had been exconmm!cated 

who were valk.1ng· on a road are perm!ttedl to wear 
sandals, but wen they enter the city, t:hey remove them .. 

(17) 

i... ~t>r~ 1 lot .P 'f'/' l> t~e g :> ~?~ 
le 1 ~1; P~t.f ,1 r1~ f> I J·~ /A~.el .1°'3 r~I I~, J JPI l1JP I 

·IS :Al~cf v ~ "J"lk. ?:> J'l ~C?r& 7fc tc. 
.l mourner is fofbidden to work tbr :reven ds.7s, 

he and his sons and his daughters and bjls male servants, 
and his maid servants and bis cattle ancl as they are for
bidden to do work, so re others forbiddtm to vork tor than. 

(18) 

However a leniency was established ldlth reference ta 

work just as a leniency bad been etablished llith reference 

to sandels and remarriage and maD7 other of the forbidden 

acts. 
~.:>&:.~r1 "el~ /J't 'Jf':,) .rJ.?f Jlt>1c:1)> _p/rp 

t.6"-' 13;> ve(~I ~31 • 'e'~f>? •f f)d4' -J> Jf>I ~<fJJ Wa.tc 
On the first 487 and on the second d~iy at'ter the ,·J "-12... -,...£ 

~ Lo ~burial the mourner ma,y not do any work,eiren aa -eh a~ 
~ Jv I( ~ lit•!n& ap the cbar1ty plate, but on the third day he 

1 v T~ may go and do work privately. ( 19) 

~. ueet1pgs 

.l mourner is forbidden to give the usual greeting 
of peace. (20) 

However on the Sabbath when it was :rot-bidden to 

mourn, it was prohibited not to greet(in Jud1ea). I 
1 )l.N~O .J'.j))£3t'/ .P~O·.J~'°r .J>(S°~ 1·J.Jl J i)3 1>'? 

.~ t J.1lo•.):>? r~ / •.J.h /..J ]':;> t.~ ~·~~?I · ..l> ?e ~ ~rt f' t. <! 
'· l J) '~ l ;}/) in Jude1t they exchanged greetings of peace both 

on the 1111tering and leartng (or the synagogu~)to teach ~ 

that there is no mourning on the Sabbath. (Ln Ga11lee t he7 

did not greet one another on the SabLath). 



6. uotber boµse ~ mou;nipg r 
'?~ ;~f'O /..J#t .l" '...J/~:>~ "N' "c df>Jc ') ·~ 

~".;~~ ./'/ j J'ii> r~I · 1~·t.l (!15> (S•t./ jlc.~N 
CW- rabbis ta.llghtU .. n a BnaJ..tha) t .A mGttrner 

1s not ~ermitted to go to a house of mourning ro~ th~ 
first 1hre~ d,ays(af'ter burial), but frOlrl tben on h~· .,.
go, and be ·may ?lot s1 t 1la the }Ua~e of co~rl>el'-s bu.t 
in tb.e pl.ace of those who are b eing comf'orted..(~) 

/J' t" l le? 
; ·-..{ [ ·~er 

1. m_ ~ Qam.( a per$Oll whose dead had not y-et 
be~ buried.)'e~mpt 011 Sabbat h· f:t"mn th~ 

f ~' t" /Jtt: I f":::>/ «I f> C '' ~ (,Ji~ I pl"Ob1b1t1Gl\8') 
1 · ~>?N 1 · ~1 /N.$rJ f '«t [Jr>rl i:t.1 1·· \)J)fe 

And be may not recline and eat and he maY not 
eat meat and be .,. not drink wine and he may not blep 
and he may not invite others(who are eating vt.th hllll) 
to join 1n grace, and others are not i.tnstq 1fttli~ 
nor are th~7 1.nVitin.g him to say grace• (20B) 

8. Phf1Eter~s l \\~ C)j) I) •.H~ S )/ Cf'. S f'i< 
rc..JrJI/')?, ~;~ 'f'f:-.r~ ~, ~~ etrn ~7~-;, ,. Sie f 6n• ~ 
70~ I I (~tj 

A mourner is forbidden t o put on phylacterie~. Slne?'e 
the All Merciful ordained Ezekial.1 Bind thy tire upon 
thee, this implies th3t everybody- else is forbidd~(t-o 
do so). 

9. wshiM clothes ( ~Q) .}\ o/ ? "J.:I) ? ""> ( o tL & ? IG 

A mourner is forbidnen to wash hi s clothes 

10. b&U: 

A W>urner is forbid1; en to cut his hair. 
l?. wMing oneself' (201't 

12. stµdtt.°tU>e-) .'lJ 7 I J') 1)r1 r ,(cl; &'t>tc. 

A mourner is forbidden to engage in words of Torah. 

One of the most i nteresting, psyoholog1callY sp~ak1ng, 

prohibitions ia the injunction against excessive gr1er9 aha 

the dangers that result from this. 
A woman who lived in the neighborhood of Rab H\lna 

had seven sons. One of them died• She cried excessively 
for him. Rab Huna sent a metsage to her."You shouldn't 
carry on in this manner. She paid no attention t o h.tm. 
He sent to her another measage."If you listen to me, 
it will be good for you, but if not-you had better 
prepare shrouds for the rest of your sonsa-and all o~ them 



died •. She continued to cry•f'inally he sent to her this
messages Prepare a shroud for yourself', and she died.(22) 

Bab Jehudah cited the words of Bab in connection witli 

the above passage to prove tbat1 /J) N ~ 2r ~ e /:1> ti">-, - SJ 
: !i) ::> f ? t-/)) ) 7)1<.. J) N ~er - I 3 N 7..:1)/ / 

I 
ill who mourn excessively over his dead , ror anotber

dead per son he !§. (Roing to) cry~ (2Q) 

Before analyzing the signi¥1cance of these troh1b1t1ons~ 

let us list the positive duties(~n addition to the renting, the 

meal of condolence, the aar1ng for the corpse). 

1. ~ ~ coµch vt'N l) .J) ".;> ::i7 f" 1> ~fl~ 
/" ,~ \J ,)? ,

1 
1 !\ ))? 'MJ '.Jr' ·3 Jo\( «1 b;J r ~, 'JJ> ~ 

~ ~ ·~ ~ r~ 'Jl 1 tr jf I ~ :> &> ~ :> ~;, 
A mourner is bound to overturn his couch becmm 

Bar Kappara taught1 I have set the likeness of mine image 
on them abtt through their sins have I upset it. Let J'OUr' 
couches be overturned.(23) 

2. cove~ the head ek) '°> ~':I 1 
If Y? j>b 1\ ~ ;>k 

f \- 1l6'°r.J' f~7~1''~ lt-JN~..,r. ~ ·i -,f'lk..fJtV 
''i''•1' 1 H t=...rnt' •f/;:)43 rf:)rl .PC)C 

A mourner is obliged to muf'fie his head. Since the 
All )Jerc1f'ul commanded Bzek1el.t And cover not thine upper / lip, ve inter that everybod7 else is obliged(to do so.}(24) · 

.&. nvt!eipf 1ng ill .t=. t:esti v~ celebration 
\Ch? JI !>fl f> = "')('I It .le f c! Yi'3~ k ~ ~ I .J• IC g i' /c 

A mourner does not depe~elf as OAe in mourning 
during a festival(that is, he must participate in the fest
ival), as it is saids And thou shdt rejoice fn the teastl251 

Of course the variations of these prohibiti ons and duties, 

the specif'ic contests in which the tules were made, and other 

rules bearing on the same general theme are more thorougbly

discussed in both Moed Koto-n and Semacoth.(26). Y;t the-X1st1.bg 

and analysis of the forms or these variations would merely lend 

turther support to the basic contention, that the mourner VHS 

helped by the religious culture to accept bi's state of' depriv

ation and to 'WOrk through his loss. The tunction or religion 

bas been to supply appropriate vehicles f'or dramat1z1nt man's
needs fn - the critical experiences of life. 



The dramatic ~1 ties- or the laws or J!IOurning 

are quite clea.r. Through such pos1 tive laws as- c:overing onet s 

head,and tilting the couch, through such negattive1 commandment .. 

as •not washing" and"not studying•, the mourner was set ~ 
w~ a.Pl~ 

f'rom the rest or the community, and more, 1mparta.ntly,.
11
to ident:-

112 h1msel.r in a very real way w1 th the corpse. Thi·s 1dent1-

f'!cation w1 th the dead parson and one• s relations:bip· to the 
a 

deceased is or extreme 1.mprtance for .. healthT gr•ief pracess 
' 

to occur.. Thus~ since the dead person was 1n a •Ftate or uncleair

liness(dirt), the mturner may not cut his hair or' va:sh• Wt 

~ough outward visible physical signs, he clel1bttrat81)ifident-

1fies ~ vith the deceased.•A.s you ue· suft'eiring'I S87S the 

mourner unconsciously to himself ~•so will I sutf'er•. It ha-s often 

been observed that a mourning person in one or mo•re respects ~gins

to resemble the lost object, that, for example, t :he mourner's ha:!r 

becomes gray like t he hair of the person he mourn1s; he develops the 

sickness which caused the death or his beloved. (~!7) The extremeiy 

common signs or mourning, sackcloth and ashes, al.so tie the mcnzrner 

to the dead person and help ahe 1dentif'1cat1on process to occur.(28) 

Mourning consists or two· irots, the first lt81ng the establish. 
an 

ment o!/in~ojection (the adoption or erternals-(p•ersons or ob-

jects)1nto the self, so as to be personally at'fec:ted by what happens 

tel> them-29), the second, the loosening of the bin1ding to be fn

troj ected object~ The establishment of such an 1.ntrojection can 

best be accomplished by 1dent1r1cation with the d.eparted, either 

through specit1c acts or through memories-by reca.111ng one 1 s per

sonal relationship wl th the deceased. An example' at' the latter 

mea.ns is reported by Lindemann(lt)t 

When seen by the psych1atr1st,she(th1l woman in the 
case who made a vezy successf'UJ. adjustmeta~ to her grief) 

was glad to have asststance and described her pa!~f'ul ~t-
occupati on with memories or her husband and her i ear · 
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she might lose her mind. • • • It was only atto tmr 
days that she succeeded in aaeepting her loss, and then 
onl,y af'ter bav1.ng described in detail the remarkable qual
ities of her husband, the tragedy of his having to stop 
his act1v1 ties at the pinnacle of his success , and his dee~ 

devotion to her.(3Q) 

However the grief work can be ~~mrplllshed alsa tbro1lgb 

the specific tools which the society provides, in the world ot 

the Talmud, acts and deeds. As already noted, identit1cat1·on 

with the deceased on a consci ous level is important. Whether tba~ 

identification is done through recal.I or through deeds, the end 

results are the same,. the 1ntroject1on o~ the deceased within 

the personality of the mourner, which then 1n turn permits the 

mourner to become tree ot unhealthy dependencies on the de

ceased. 

This ,..cess of introjection has another aJpect, that 

of punishment. The mourner has guilt feelings and tears that~ 

because in some way be was tteFrespons1blit,, tor the death ot 

the perSOll, the spirit of the dead person Will return and seek 

revenge and kill him, the living. (31) Gr1e1' then has another 

component, a taming of the wild fears and attitudes of destruction 

associated with death. We have seen thit elemEllt in our analysis 

or renting, and of wailing. But it ca11 also be seen in the other 

laws of mourning• ~-·all·· these:. inataac:e:s, tJm~ . t .&t an important 

e1ement. Time must be granted to the mourner to cane to grips 

with the loss and to make the necessary re-adjustments. 

The factor of time was one which was recognized by the 

rabbis. Their grasp of the fundamentals of grief is quite re

markable. Mourning was broken down into five basic catagories, 

which will be listed, and briefiy discussed • 

• 



~. Qn•p-the period of time rt-om the death ot thtJ 

loved one until the bur.ial. Ih addition to some ot the regu

lati ons already 11 sted ( ne- page '81, the Onan vn exempt tmm re-

81 tillg the Sbema, rt-om saying the Tefillah, and was forbidden 

from eating 1n the same room as the corpse.(32) 

2. ~ f'ir st three Ws ~ moµrp1 ng 

-the fJ.rst three ~s· of mourning(atter bural.) 

were: tor crying - • .:lr b J'' r-. ' ~e~~ Jinrk j /, W::so1-tely 
f'orbidden.(33)(3~) 

3· llll nrst men~ gt. :urn1pg- ~re. 

-the mourner Jt9Jld/1n his home and engage«I 1il 

no work(al.though there was a leniency 1n the tav for the poor

one might work ill private trom the third d8" onward). He- re

ceived his t'riends on low stools, wore no sanOls and f'ollowad 

the prohibi t1ons a1ready listed. (3Sl 

f·e~ 

:.the •Sb' losbim period was marked by bans 

agad.nst wearing pressed clothes, against baircutting, engage

ment or marriage. The period ot time was based on Deuta 

The children of Israel lamented after Moses· 

for thirty days. (36) (37) 

;. :!'h!._ f'!rst DAt. 91. mourn1M 

-the mourning regulations tor a year, as 

indicated in Semacoth(38) are only an extension of' the rules 

For a:l.l the dead one f s forbidden to enter a house 
ot mourning until the thim days have been completed;for
one's father and one's mother, this prohibition lasts tor 
tvelve months except if this feast was commandedlto honor 
heaven•Crree translation).(39) 



This cursory ~or the major periods ot mourn-

ing shov an acute awareness by the rabbis af'.i the inner 

needs of the mourner. The very stringent prohibjl tions tor 

the first periods ot mourning are gradually light«!ned and 

finally elim1n&1:ed. This structure, ,wen en.mine<l in th4J light 

of modern psychological studies, may be said to b E! good; that 

is, a positive value juggement may be am..raed ot this procns~ 

The- classic study in griet,•Symptomatology and Mallagement ot 

Acute Grieti by Erich Lindemann(Je) )K>1nts out tht! major · 

phases in grief' and mourning. Normal adjustment 11181' take y:tace 

after a period of' tour to six weeks. Dllr1ng the jr!rst stage 

of mourning, acute physical symjttoms occur7 such 11s1 

1. a feeling ot tightness in the throat 
2. need tor sighing 
3. lack of' muscnil.ar iower 
1+. empty f'eeling 1n the stomach 
;~ intense subjective distress described as tens:Lon or mental pain~ 

\! 
If' the beraved person is Wise enough to acci!pt these 

'I 
physical pains, discuss his loss, work through th1:! loss, lae is 

making good adjustments. Yet thi,,rocess does not happen over

night. To learn how to extricate oneself trom th•9 bonds which 

ties one to the deceased ts painful and din"icuJ.t ,. l.s Lindemann 

AYSJ It is of the greatest importance to notice ·that not only 
over-reaction but under-reaction or the berea~red must be given 
attention,because delayed re~ponses mat occur at unpredictable 
1'0JD.ents and the dangerous distortions of' the 1griet reaction, 
not conspicious at first, be quite destruct+v1e later and these 
may be prevented. (lto) 

Through the combined cultural and re11gi01118 forces 

llfhich reacted on the mourner, namely, the laws an1d th~ gradual 
to tne mournel! 

period of time allo"4.:/and aecepted by the communi ~ the 

bereaved one must able to make the necessary adjustments. Tct 

quote f'rom Rabbi Ltebnanf 

vhen death destroys an important relat1oinsh1pl1't 1• 
essential that someone be t~~a partially capiable 6t re
placing that relationship.(~ 



Within the Jewish society vere the vtty tools tor l!'eplaeing 

that lost relationship. 

The nature or the involvement or the total community 

should be examined. The community operated in two ways; one, 

to help the mourner 1n a p~sical. way and two, 1n a sp1ritua1 

and comforting manner. 

The peys1ea1 support that the group gaY.e to De 

individual was not limited to the f'unerals and the duties m4 
c 

obligations connected theJ:4Wi th. Bis lat>or ~ be done :t'"or him by 

others a 

These are the things they may do tor the mourner during 
his week ot mourningatt olives had been turned they may 

put on for b1m (the beam tor the f'irst time) 1 or i£ bis ' v!.na' 
(cask)is to be bunged or his tlax is to be litte_d trom the 
retting, ~! his wool ls to be litted b-om the dye-batb;and they 
may sprlDkJ.e his f'ield tor b1JI when his turn tor water-rights 
arrives. R. Judah sa7s that they m&T even sow f'or h1B the pl.ough
ed field or the f'1e1d awaiting a na.x-crop.(lf.2) 

Tb6se who vorked tor the publ1c,such as a hairdresser 

or a bath-attendant, wa:s permitted to work, if' there were ncr 

other such worker 1n the tovn and 1t the Festival was D9U' 8* 

hand. Thus the community served the mourner, and the mourner, 

if necessary, could serve the comnmity. J. strong sense of' 

1oya1ty and unity bound them one tottae other. 

In a spiritual W87 the cOJDl'llunity helped the mourner. On 

the third day, one would say to the mourner (at the Templ~"':"t 
r"'nJ' i>..S)) ~ ' rP 1~1Et ;1 

May He who dwells in this house comfort you. (¥3) 
a mourner tellov 

Laws were established abou1tgreet1.ng a/mourner with words 

of' consolationN ·~ llJ)? ~?le /I ?1) .J) le t '31 tv'S) 

1_;,~ tf'1nkS ~~t> ~ k.k~ IJ't I /Wl/)..J..J) 
-, 'rJ I /\..1.1' Jt'J 1r 1? 3 rl (J 'c/ IN J&f'? ~ t f e 

J. JDOlllftlmlD. ..... ~ Whb f:fnd hl.s f'riend in mourn1ng,dur1ng the ttrst thirty 
days be speaks with him words of consolation, wt he does 
not ask his well being. After thirty 48.ys he inquires about 
his health~ but be doesn't speak with him words of cons~ 
la tion.Clflt. J 



The tapering ott process is clearly evident in the 

previo•s passage. The f'ollov.l.ng passage completes the pic

ture which began With the regulations a"t the time or the 

death. Af'ter a year the heart ot the mourner shou:Ld have 

been healed, and aey turtber word of consolation only openS' 

up the old 'WOUDds. 

-,e• p•J(' ,'f)tc.S ~?IG l7?n ..h~ tJ/N:;J 
? ~ r1J3 "1 '> "N'8 .·I 'Nl ().JJ'> f N 7T 7??Jr{ I e3 t> 

1 
N r~ I v 'd I 7 l ~ 3 rl . v J:> • h ( I ~ <:! 7 \) 7? €.J ~ ./° l 1c ~ 

r-"'1..)) e '3 J 'lJ k.dlk J j) Jrl e ~k.e / S 3 1c. r.s .:> \ I~ 
:rlt'?r fL":> \uf 3 crtr1:i ~ .P'~' ""'h'~ J0 1:rr1Nc~ 

If one meets kii'ellov mourner a1"ter twelve months 
and he speaks with him consolation;to vhat may he be com
paredT To a man Whose leg was broken and it healed. £ 
doctor met him and said to himz •eome to me and let me 
break 1 t .,and set 1 t r again, to convince you that JD7 drugs· 
are good. 

An interesting area of mourning lav 1·s- the relation

ship between the festivals and the mourning regulations. The 

f estivals cancel certain of the decrees connected with mourn

ing. The regulations and their exact e:f'tect ot the holida)'s 

are cliscussed in great length 1n both Semacoth and Moed Katan.(lt-7) 

In a11 cases cliscussed, the ultimate principle was leniency, 

that is, the laws of mourning were abrogated when a conflict' 
...... 

arouse w.ttb the laws of the festival. The psycbodynam.ics ot t2le: ': 

I 
festivd· may have served the reintegration process to such an 

extent that the specific laws of mourn1ng(1n public)eould be 

postponed(or cancelled)by the •estival. 

In conclusion, may it be said that the insights ot 

a system ot halacoth have been lost 1n our times. This 1 s 

not to urge a reintroduction of any system of Talmudic legal-

ism, but to note that the factors which forced the mourner to 

eonfront on a realistic level bis bereavement have been lost today. 
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